Which way is up? a career guidance presentation by American Institute of Certified Public Accountants. Relations with education Division
University of Mississippi 
eGrove 
Guides, Handbooks and Manuals American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA) Historical Collection 
1985 
Which way is up? a career guidance presentation 
American Institute of Certified Public Accountants. Relations with education Division 
Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/aicpa_guides 
 Part of the Accounting Commons, and the Taxation Commons 
'whicay s
up?'
A  CAREER 
GUIDANCE
PRESENTATION
RELATIONS WITH EDUCATORS DIVISION 
AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF CERTIFIED PUBLIC ACCOUNTANTS
'which way is up?
A CAREER GUIDANCE PRESENTATION
'What kinds of things will 
I be doing in the first 
few years on the job?'
'What skills do I need to 
be successful in the 
career path I choose?'
'How can I best prepare 
academically for this career?'
In the film, "Which Way Is Up?," five prominent 
CPAs answer these questions and tell you 
why they made their choices.
If you are planning to major in accounting or have already done so, 
you probably have a good idea of what the accounting profession is 
and what Certified Public Accountants do. However you can practice 
your profession by following any one of several career paths—each of 
which can lead upward to a successful and rewarding career. The path 
you choose depends upon your professional and personal goals. To 
give you some idea of what you might expect and how you can best 
prepare for the different career paths, Samuel A. Derieux, a former 
Chairman of the Board of the AICPA and managing partner of a 
regional accounting firm in Virginia, interviewed five successful CPAs.
Here is what they had to say.
Ulyesse J. LeGrange
a senior vice president at 
Exxon Corporation, in Houston, Texas
" A n  accountant pursuing a career in 
industry may begin in any one of 
four general areas—business analysis, 
internal audit, systems and computing, 
and functional accounting." Business 
analysis, LeGrange explains, is central 
to the entire reporting system of the 
company. Here, the accountant is in­
volved in analysis of earnings, fore­
casts, or financing plans. As an auditor 
or control specialist, the accountant 
works with operating managers in such 
activities as product quality and flow 
control, contract negotiations, and op­
erating efficiency. The systems analyst 
learns to work on the full gamut of 
computers—from personal computers 
to large mainframes—and uses these 
skills to provide the inform ation  
needed to solve the problems of the 
organization. Here a blend of business, 
analytical and com puter skills are 
needed. And, in the area of functional 
accounting services, the accountant 
has the opportunity to develop super­
visory skills by managing large staffs 
that perform  the basic accounting 
chores, such as paying bills or collect­
ing receivables. In any one of these 
areas, LeGrange says, the entry-level
person does accounting work not in 
isolation, but as part of the ongoing 
economic activities of the organization.
In addition to professional compe­
tence, says LeGrange, for a successful 
career in business you need to have 
good analytical skills to be able to de­
velop ideas for improvements to the 
business and good com m unication 
skills to be able to sell those ideas. He 
advises students to take courses in 
math, computer science, and logic to 
fine-tune their analytical skills, and to 
look for the courses that will help them 
develop and practice their communica­
tion skills. Because you will be working 
with people, he says, leadership and 
interpersonal skills are also critical. 
"Learn about people—what motivates 
them, what makes them tick, and how 
you get things done working with 
others."
But what is the quality that LeGrange 
considers the most significant? "It's that 
old drive, ambition. You've got to have 
the commitment to succeed, to give it 
whatever it takes. If you have that, you 
can overcome shortcomings in any one 
of the other areas."
Mark A. Dorr,
managing partner of a
local public accounting firm in Gillette, Wyoming
C PAs practicing with a local firm are generally expected to have a broad 
range of experience. "Consequently,” 
says Dorr, "our entry level staff are ex­
posed to as many types of accounting 
work as is practical. Once we're certain 
they have the basics of the accounting 
process down pat—they can then work 
on tax returns, audits, reviews, and 
compilations.” Much of this work is 
done on a microcomputer, Dorr adds.
Dorr observes that a unique aspect of 
work with a local firm is the close 
working relationship the entry-level 
accountant has with the firm's clients. 
He firmly believes, therefore, that the 
most important skills needed are "peo­
ple” skills—the ability to communicate 
with people while at the same time 
making them feel comfortable and yet 
remaining in control of the situation. 
"Many of our clients only know that 
they have a problem; they have no idea 
how to solve it. One of our major func­
tions is to be able to listen to that client's 
concerns and then communicate to
them what we can do to help them 
resolve the problem.”
Dorr advises students to take courses 
that will help them develop those peo­
ple skills—courses such as psychology, 
sociology, philosophy and speech. "A 
truly successful CPA needs to be able to 
do more than just good work, he needs 
to be able to effectively communicate to 
his client the value of the service he is 
providing.”
Why did Dorr choose to practice 
with a local firm? "I feel a greater sense 
of personal satisfaction in working with 
smaller clients and individuals than in 
working with large corporations. Our 
local firm allowed me to choose work 
conditions that fit my personal life ... 
and it allows our partners to decide 
what hours we work, the type of work 
we do, and, just as important, lets us 
work in the community in which we 
want to live.” He adds that an advanced 
degree or some work experience has 
become a very desirable attribute.
Helen M. Shepherd,
partner in the Los Angeles office 
of a large public accounting firm
B ecause she felt public accounting with a large firm would give her a 
chance to view a lot of different ac­
counting and business problems in a 
shorter span of time than in industry, 
Shepherd set her sights on public prac­
tice with a national firm. And she 
hasn't been disappointed. She started 
out on the audit staff, as most entry 
level people do even if they may later 
choose to specialize. Audit projects, she 
recalls, include testing the client's sys­
tem and performing procedures to sub­
stantiate assets and liabilities, such as 
cash; property, plant and equipment; 
and accounts payable. Assignments are 
generally performed as part of a team at 
the client location. "The first year is a 
tremendous learning process'' she says, 
"because of the nature of the work and 
the close proximity to one or more ex­
perienced team members.''
She tells students considering this ca­
reer path that a desire to learn about 
new business and new ideas, the ability
to solve problems, and the ability to 
work well with people are essential 
qualities to possess. Again, good com­
munication skills are critical. As Shep­
herd says, "Often accounting deals 
with judgment areas. It's critical to be 
able to articulate your position and to 
be able to convince others." Since pub­
lic accounting is a service business, she 
points out, it hinges on people. "It is 
necessary to attract them, to develop 
them, and to accomplish work through 
them.
In addition to the obvious supple­
ments to accounting study, such as fi­
nance and statistics, Shepherd urges 
students to take courses that will help 
them develop their public speaking, de­
bating and writing skills. She adds that 
prior competence in computer systems 
can pay off for any entry-level person. 
While she believes that a masters de­
gree is always useful, she feels that most 
people benefit by getting some work 
experience before tackling that project.
James F. Antonio
Chairman of the
Governmental Accounting Standards Board
F ormerly state auditor of Missouri for two consecutive terms, Antonio 
feels strongly about the importance of 
accounting and auditing for the con­
tinued success of our republican form 
of government. Government accoun­
tants and auditors, he observes, have 
the opportunity to evaluate the effi­
ciency of government operations and to 
determine the extent to which expen­
ditures are in compliance with the law 
"In the first year,” says Antonio, "you 
may find yourself involved in testifying 
before a legislative committee on an 
audit you've taken part in or on a team 
assessing the adequacy of the invest­
ment portfolio of the state treasurer's 
office and its multibillion dollar pool of 
money.”
He points out that opportunities vary 
in large versus small governments, with 
smaller governments offering more di­
verse responsibilities and larger ones 
offering the opportunity to deal with 
large systems handling millions of 
transactions and billions of dollars. In 
either case, because government ac­
counting is new to the professional 
ranks, he says, the entry level person 
will have the opportunity to take re­
sponsibility much earlier in his or her 
career.
As to the skills that are needed for
success, he feels they are basically the 
same as those needed in other careers. 
He points out, however, that it is par­
ticularly important for entry level peo­
ple to remember that they are operating 
in government, and that calls for special 
attention to the public trust. "You must 
also recognize,” says Antonio, "that 
government operates in a fish bowl, 
and it's important that the public be 
able to understand you. So you have to 
be able to speak and write in plain Eng­
lish and, at the same time, be ade­
quately precise to not lose the technical 
meaning of the message.”
He advises accounting students to ac­
quire a substantial background in gov­
ernment— its structure, how it works, 
and the role of government in our so­
ciety. "Laws are a fundamental part of 
the taxing, collections, disbursements 
and appropriations of state and local 
governments, and you have to under­
stand how those laws come about if 
you're going to be effective in either 
accounting for or auditing govern­
ment.” Antonio feels that a masters de­
gree is a good investment whether you 
get it before or while you are working. 
"The more education,” he adds, "the 
more alternatives that are available to 
you.”
Carolyn M. Callahan,
on the accounting faculty 
at the University of Massachusetts
A s an assistant professor of account­ing, Carolyn Callahan does more 
than teach and counsel students. Fac­
ulty members, she points out, are ex­
pected to carry out research studies and 
publish their findings in scholarly jour­
nals as well as serve on academic com­
mittees and participate in business and 
community activities.
"A college professor must be intrin­
sically motivated. Our days are fairly 
unstructured, so it helps to be a self­
starter." Intellectual curiosity is another 
essential quality for a researcher to 
have. "And it also helps to have a good 
sense of humor," adds Callahan. For 
students interested in teaching ac­
counting, she recommends an under­
graduate degree with equal emphasis 
in accounting and quantitative meth­
ods, to be followed by graduate studies 
leading to a doctorate degree in ac­
counting. The latter is generally consid­
ered essential. She feels it is beneficial 
to also get some practical experience in 
accounting.
There are several reasons why Call­
ahan chose a career in academe, but the 
most important is that it allows her to 
be directly involved in helping students 
develop skills that will enable them 
to become business leaders in the 
community.
These successful CPAs have shared with you their 
views and experiences to give you a better understand­
ing of the career avenues open in the accounting 
profession. There are accounting firms, large and 
small, there is industry, education, and government. 
Within each of these areas you can specialize in ac­
counting and auditing, taxation, computers, or other 
management services.
Whichever you choose, 





RELATIONS WITH EDUCATORS DIVISION 
AMERICAN INSTITUTE OF CERTIFIED PUBLIC ACCOUNTANTS 
1211 Avenue of the Americas • New York, NY 10036-8775
